Room to Read 

Notes from a GiveWell staff (Natalie Stone, Simon Knutsson, and Holden Karnofsky) visit to a library in Delhi on November 1, 2010.

The library we visited was located in a school in a fairly nice area of Delhi. It had a dedicated room with books on display. When we came in, there was a class already there, sitting on the floor and reading. The students were between 10 and 12. There were 19 girls and 3 boys. Some were reading. Some were making paper flowers. We were told that the library had been started in 2007 and that the library teacher was paid by Room to Read, but that this phase of the program would end in June 2011. Since it was more than 3 years since the library had been started, new books were provided by the government. A library teacher may also be called upon to substitute-teach classes around the school if a teacher goes on leave.

In addition to the library teacher, a second staff member was there. He also receives funding from Room to Read and checks in on the library weekly. He told us that he manages 85 libraries. His weekly visits include checking records, observing the teachers' interaction with students for at least an hour, and discussions with the principal. The government is supposed to pay for his position next year. He works for another NGO and is paid half by the government and half by the NGO. 

We were told that before Room to Read came to this school, the government had a library, but there were no separate staff for the library. They had only a few books—about 70 per year, and they were often inappropriate, such as the Oxford Dictionary. Room to Read's goal is to demonstrate how a library should work and convince the government to set aside money for it.

We were told that students spend 40 minutes per day in library. They used to have the same teacher all day, and they got bored. Library is the only time outside that one class. These students' regular teacher had gone for a meeting at the time of our visit. 

We were told that Room to Read had provided the book displays for the classroom and some of the books. Government funding for the library came out of a general Parent-Teacher Association fund. 

We were told that library activities involve a reading sessions, arts and crafts, etc. School is open from 8 to 1 and the library is open from 9 to 1. Students can borrow 3-4 books at a time for a week. Room to Read said that no books have been lost, but that they wouldn't care if they were. If a teacher loses government property, the teacher has to pay for it, but that's not the case with Room to Read books. 

The books on display and the books the students were reading appeared simple for the students' age, based on American standards. The words were in large font, with few words on each page. We saw only 3-5 "chapter books" and the students were not reading these.  All books we saw were in Hindi.

We saw the library's book register and weekly planning book. The last recorded books borrowed were taken out on September 23. About 40 books were taken out at that time. It did not appear that any of those books had been returned as of our visit on November 1.  Before September 23, books were borrowed every 3-5 days. No books were borrowed between March 26 and September 8. We were told that students are on break from May to June and that the library does not allow book borrowing in the first two months of the school year. According to the log book, books were returned consistently. 

Some other notes from conversations with staff:

· 90% of the funding used to come from the U.S. earlier; fundraising effort from corporations and foundation and through the Mumbai chapter is taking momentum gradually. In 2010, Room to Read India raised about US $ 850,000. 

· Programs include the library program, a local language publishing program publish 25-30 titles a year (with local authors and illustrators), and girls' education program to address the gender bias in education.  

· Preparatory Reading Enhancement Kit: piloted in 180 schools and is now expanding to 300.  

· There used to be a computer room program but it has been phased out.  It was very costly to run and needed continuous upgrades.  Most schools have one room, fifty children, no reliable electricity - where does the computer fit in?

· Delhi is the only area where Room to Read works that is fairly well off.  Other programs are in high need areas. In the future, they plan on expanding to Mumbai and Pune which will be better places to raise money than the highest-need areas; it's a balance between going where the highest need is and going where funds can be raised.

· Room to Read has expanded rapidly since 2003; the founder used to compare its growth to that of Starbucks.

· RTR uses about 40 Pratham titles in its libraries. Nearly 1200 books are provided in a library, which are selected and purchased from a range of reputed publishers in India.
· The RTR library we saw in Delhi was going to be the program visited by Obama, but he canceled the visit for security reasons.

· Government provides the room and the teacher. RTR pays for books (~1200), flooring, furniture, monitoring & evaluation (nearly >50% of expenses), teacher training, decorations. Total RTR costs = ~$1300 USD per year.

· RTR played a vital role in educating for the Right to Education Act, which mandates that every school have a library.

